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Good  questionnaire  design  and  high  qual-
ity  questionnaire  translations  are  vital  for 
data comparability in cross-national survey 
research. With the aim to ensure compara-
bility  and  prevent  unintended  deviations, 
major  academically-driven  studies  such  as 
the International Social Survey Programme 
(ISSP) or  the European Social Survey  (ESS) 
annotate  the  source  questionnaire  specifi-
cally  for  translation,  thus  providing  guid-




of  this  paper  is  to  raise  awareness  on  this 
special  support  structure  in  comparative 
research  as well  as  on  potential  pitfalls  in 
questionnaire translation. To this end, first, 
translation  annotations,  mainly  from  the 
ESS and the ISSP, are analyzed with a view 
to setting up a classification of translation 
annotations.  Second,  examples  of  annota-
tion types are presented together with what 
Zusammenfassung







zu  vermeiden,  kommentieren  bedeutende 
akademische  Umfrageprogramme  wie  das 
International  Social  Survey  Programme 
(ISSP)  oder  der  European  Social  Survey 
(ESS)  ihre Ausgangsfragebogen speziell  für 
die  Übersetzung.  Dieser  Artikel  untersucht 
diese  fragespezifischen  Übersetzungsan-
weisungen,  die  bisher  in  der  Forschung 
kaum  behandelt  wurden.  Ziel  des  Artikels 
ist es, diese besondere Form der Unterstüt-
zung  in  der  vergleichenden  Forschung  ins 
Bewusstsein  zu  rufen  sowie  auf  mögliche 
Probleme  oder  Fehlerquellen  in  der  Frage-
bogenübersetzung  hinzuweisen.  Zu  diesem 
Zweck werden erstens Übersetzungsanwei-
sungen,  hauptsächlich  aus  dem  ISSP  und 
Typologisierung und Nutzen 
von fragespezifischen  
Übersetzungsanweisungen





(Harkness  2003:  35),  that  is,  where  across  all  participating  countries  the  same 





is  the method of choice  (different forms of this  type of collaboration and  input 
are outlined in Dean et al. 2007; Fitzgerald et al. 2009; Harkness 2008a; Harkness 
et al. 2003; Mapi n. d.; Smith 2003). During translation then,  the  items should – 
despite  the  change  of  culture  and  language  –  maintain  the  intended  meaning 
and  the measurement  properties  of  the  source  questionnaire.  Special  translation 








they  meant  for  translation.  Third,  merits 
of  annotations  and  potential  criticism  are 
discussed.  Fourth,  guidelines  are  ventured 
for writing  translation  annotations  as well 







schiedene  Typen  von  Übersetzungsanwei-
sungen zusammen mit ihrer Bedeutung für 
die  Übersetzung  präsentiert.  Drittens  wird 
der  allgemeine  Nutzen  von  Übersetzungs-
anweisungen, aber auch mögliche Kritik dis-
kutiert. Viertens werden Richtlinien sowohl 
für  das  Schreiben  von  Übersetzungsan-
weisungen  als  auch  für  deren  Gebrauch 
vorgeschlagen.  Und  fünftens  werden  For-
schungsfelder  aufgezeigt,  die  sich  zur 
weiteren  Untersuchung  der  Thematik  der 























annotations and what  they meant for ESS and  ISSP translations;  (3)  it discusses 








time,  the  ISSP  speaks of  translation or clarification notes3  (e. g.,  ISSP),  and also 
1  Also the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) (http://www.cses.org/) uses so-called 
notes  in their questionnaires. These to some extent cover what we focus on  in this paper. 
They also go beyond  this  paper  such as when, within  the  realm of output harmonization, 
concepts are defined for which countries are to produce their own wordings. In these cases 
we rather speak of country-specific translation of concepts into items rather than translation 




3  These  two names already  suggest  that  the  scope of notes  in  the  ISSP may be  larger  than 
“just” pertaining to translation.
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in  PISA  reference  is made  to  translation notes  (Organisation  for  Economic  Co-
operation and Development 2005, 2009). Pan et al.  (2007)  refer  to question-by-




































lation  annotations  in  the  ESS.  To  obtain  a more  detailed  picture  of  translation 
annotations,  the following classification was set up, mainly based on analysis of 
annotations within the above mentioned studies:
•  Semantic-Pragmatic  Annotations:  Providing  any  of  the  following  informa-
tion/instructions for a specific term or phrase: 
○○ a  synonym,  a  paraphrase,  a  definition,  examples,  implied  or  intended 
meaning components;
○○ (additional)  information  on what  is  not  included  in  or  not  meant  by  a 
given term or phrase;
○○ explicit instruction on what should be taken into account when transla-




•  Adaptation  Annotations:  Providing  an  instruction  on  permissible  or  requi-
red adaptations (including elements that – at the discretion of the individual 
countries – can either be translated or left out). 



















of  questionnaire  translation,  namely  to  maintain  the  intended  meaning  of  the 
source questionnaire, this comes as no surprise. Semantic-pragmatic annotations 
indicate what  is meant  in survey measurement terms by a given word or phrase 
(Harkness  2008b), what  the  intended  and most  salient  reading  of  a  question  is 




















ing  context.  The  lack  of  context  in  questionnaires,  however,  poses  a  particular 
challenge for translators and so the annotation is welcome, especially given that 




ities] or  “vie  sociale”  [social life]7.  The German  translations of Austria, Germany, 



















Annotation:  Evade  has  the  connotation  of  illegality  in  not  paying  taxes 
owned, and does not mean “avoid”, since “tax avoidance” is not illegal.


















wording  “people  on welfare”  or  “the  poor”  is  used  in  an  item  (Weisberg  2005: 
103). French- and German-language translations of the above ISSP item refer to 
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tactic  structures  in  one  language  appear  untranslatable  into  a  target  lan-
guage.  In many  cases,  the opportunity  to  consult  the other  source  version 
may provide hints at solutions.
•  The  desirable  or  acceptable  degree  of  translation  freedom  is  very  difficult 
to  determine.  A  translation  that  is  too  faithful may  appear  awkward;  if  it 




























tures or,  if  this does not work,  the better  the  source questionnaire  can be pre-










Consistency  annotations  refer  to  more  “mechanical”  aspects  of  the  translation 
process.  They  support  translators with  regard  to  consistency within  and across 
survey rounds. Translation annotations within a questionnaire can signal the rep-
etition of scales or that of key terms. However, countries and translators must be 












where,  if  at all,  consistency notes within  a questionnaire are offered.  If offered, 
they should in no case lead to false security and thoughtless copy-paste activities 
among translators. 
Consistency  aids  are  in  fact  a  requirement when  it  comes  to  replicating 
entire modules or parts of these across survey rounds or waves. The goal to meas-
ure change over time makes it necessary that translations are re-used unless seri-









In  questionnaires  where  rather  complex  routing  is  used  (e. g.,  due  to  the  work 
situation of  respondents),  references  to  preceding questions may  ensure under-
















First,  conceptual  information  enables  cross-national  teams  to  assess 























likely  if  subject matter  or  design  experts  are  involved  in  review processes,  that 
is,  those  knowledgeable  of  the  relationship  between  concepts  and  questions.  A 
concept description, if available, can shorten conceptual discussions during review 












Critical  voices may  reject  the use of  annotations,  particularly  that of  semantic-







because meaning  is not  static but determined by  context,  personal  characteris-
tics, etc. (Harkness/Schoua-Glusberg 1998). To assure that indeed the intended and 
most salient meaning is conveyed in the translation, an annotation may help.
Second,  despite  good  foreign  language  skills,  translators may not  always 
perceive what English native speakers perceive as the most salient reading of an 
item  (Harkness  et al.  2004).  Using  the  scenes-and-frames-semantics  by  Fillmore 














that may not be appropriate  in  the given context.  For  those people,  translation 
annotations  are  especially  helpful  since  they  prevent  inexperienced  translators 






















Unabhängig  davon,  ob  Sie  Mitglied  oder  Angehöriger  einer  Kirche  oder 
Religionsgemeinschaft sind, fühlen Sie sich einer bestimmten Religion oder 
Konfession zugehörig? [Regardless of whether or not you are member (two 
words in German for “member”) of a church or denomination, do you consi-
der yourself as belonging to a certain religion or denomination?]
Integrating the annotation into the item can make the intended meaning of this 
item  clearer  and may  thus  be  truly  respondent-  and  researcher-friendly.  At  the 
same time, this example raises the question of whether this happens at the expense 
of reducing measurement error in the German context compared to measurement 









































text  item can happen when the content from annotations  is taken  into account 
in translation. These changes or (formal) differences should not automatically be 
rejected, though. They can very well be justified and identified as the best possible 





Second,  annotations  do not  automatically  lead  to  translations  conveying 













verfolgen” [to (always) follow attentively/meticulously what the government does]. 
Does this really tap the key ideas of “keep watch”, though? One of the French-lan-
guage translations reads: “Se tenir au courant des actions du gouvernement” [keep 
up to date with what the government does]. Although there  is certainly a  large 










the  concept but  it might not be  comparable  to  the  source  item any more. Any 
improvements should therefore be done on the source items themselves.
In  the  following  two  sections, we want  to  venture  some  suggestions  for 
both writing translation annotations and using them. Hopefully these suggestions 
will  encourage  researchers  to  further  explore  the  issue  of  translation  guidance 
in comparative  survey  research.  It  is hoped as well  that  they can  foster  further 
discussion about best practices in comparative questionnaire design and question-







and  layout  issues,  although  the  target  group  should  be  questionnaire  designers 

















Guiding  information  related  to  consistency  on  the  “micro-level”  (that  is, 
consistency within  a  survey  such  as  repetition  of  response  scales  or  important 
reoccurring  terminology  within  a  questionnaire)  is  more  translation-specific.  It 
may be added to the questionnaire at the latest after the questionnaire itself has 
been drafted and before it is sent out for translation. Alternatively, this guidance 





consistent  translation of  “agree-disagree”  scales  for measurement purposes, has 
been pointed out to them.
Annotations  pertaining  to  the meaning  of  items,  to  word  choices,  or  to 
adaptations should ideally be prepared simultaneously with the source question-

















































































“During  the  past  12  months,  did  (CHILD)  receive  all  the  routine  preventive  care 
that (he/she) needed?” may read: “Preventive care” is defined as measures taken in 
advance by health care providers that emphasize prevention, early detection, and 

























Conceptional Annotations:  These  highlight  the  theoretical  framework  behind 
questions. Especially for those familiar with social research this information helps 


















Annotations  mainly  arise  from  cross-cultural  collaboration.  On  the  one 
hand, this collaboration makes it possible to phrase and select items that are most 
suitable for  international comparison. On the other hand, this collaboration per-
mits  identification  of  issues  that,  despite  a well-designed  source  questionnaire, 
may be problematic  in  translation or  could potentially  be misunderstood.  These 
issues  can  then be  “translated”  into  translation annotations.  The overall goal of 
these annotations is to ensure equivalence and to ensure that data is not excluded 
from  international  comparison only because of flawed or biased  translations.  In 
any case, the better cross-cultural collaboration is integrated into the design pro-
cess, the better translation and comparability needs can be catered for. 
When  designing  translation  annotations,  a  balance  needs  to  be  found 
between offering too little guidance and too much guidance. The topic, the lan-
guages and cultures involved in a survey, as well as the actual questionnaire will 









































































ISSP  Research  Group:  International  Social  Survey  Programme  2004:  Citizenship  (ISSP 
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